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I. Introduction
On the afternoon of February 23, 1943, amidst the gathering of professors, pastors, and
students, the inauguration ceremony of Professor Henry Conrad Wingblade as the second
president of Bethel Institute was held at the school's chapel. In his acceptance address entitled,
"Bethel and the World of Tomorrow," Wingblade reflected on the Institute's role in a global war
that seemed to be spiraling out of control:
Nor should we forget just now that Bethel men and women are sharing in the crucial
tasks and burdens which face our country and the world today-increasingly in the places
of spiritual power as chaplains, and then as officers and men in the different branches of
service and in different parts of the world for God and for country, rendering a
contribution which we believe is distinctly plus. 1
The sentiment expressed by Wingblade offers a key to the historian for unlocking a refined
question within the realm of American religious historiography: what was the attitude of the
Baptist General Conference of America toward the Second World War? 2 To this end, several
questions may be asked: What was the nature of the BGC's patriotism? How did BGC leaders
theologically evaluate the onslaught of global war? What role did the BGC see itself playing in
the social, spiritual, and practical realms of American society and the war effort?
In this article it will be argued that, not unlike other Protestant denominations coming out

of the peace movement of the inter-war period, the BGC expressed an uncompromising pacifism
and military noninterventionism before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. But following
December 7, 1941, the conference deviated from its prior stance of absolute pacifism and
exhibited a supportive role in the war effort, a support that was at times cautious and at times
more enthusiastic.

Within this change of attitudes, the justification of American military

1

Henry Wingblade, speech given at Bethel Institute, February 23, 1943, Baptist General Conference Archive
Biographical Center, Bethel Seminary, St. Paul, MN.
2
In this article, it may be assumed that the BGC is associated with conference leaders, publications, and statements;
church pastors and communities; the leaders and publications of Bethel Institute and Bethel Theological Seminary.
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involvement followed, which included the necessary witness of the church in the Allied victory,
and the establishment of a just and durable peace that would ensure international cooperation in
the future.
With the justification of American military intervention came the Christianization of it as
well. Hundreds of ministers entered chaplaincy to exercise spiritual care for soldiers, conference
leaders mobilized support for troops through the mailing of books, religious periodicals, and
Bible studies, and conference lay-people were encouraged to offer prayer support and send
letters and Bibles to conscripted servicemen and women.
As BGC leaders grappled with the difficult questions the war presented them, many
tended to understand the sins of American society as contributing to the spectre of war. Drawing
from this conviction, leading voices offered wartime theodicies that addressed the problem of
national immorality and challenged church communities to repent of their sins and seek
righteousness-a righteousness that would contribute to the Allied cause. Others used the war as
a platform from which they attacked the distribution and consumption of alcohol and called for
national temperance.
An inevitable historical complexity is always present when dealing with communities of
individuals, such as the Baptist General Conference. The wide variety of viewpoints held can be
illustrated only through the use of multiple primary sources.

These include conference

publications such as The Baptist Evangel, The Standard, Our Youth, and Our Little Folks, Bethel
Institute's The Bethel Clarion, conference Annuals, as well as sermons and speeches that have
been publically documented. It would be both unfair to the BGC and a misuse of historical
method to tell a story free from the presence of diverse viewpoints. In light of this, the article
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has been divided into four segments of research, all dealt with in the order they have been
presented thus far.

II. Overview of Historiography
While almost every facet of America's involvement in WWII has been explored by
historians, economists, and sociologists alike, the extent to which religion played a role in the
war effort has been relatively overlooked. Though prominent religious historians have given
brief mention to the role of the American churches during the Second World War in their larger
works, its inclusion has focused mostly on discussions among fundamentalist, modem, and neoorthodoxy voices within American Protestantism.3

Other historians have considered the

relationship between the American churches and World War II, yet their scholarship remains at a
safe distance from particulars for the sake of telling a national story. 4 More recently Gerald
Sittser, in his book A Cautious Patriotism, has ventured to revisit many of these overlooked
aspects of World War II through denominational eyes. 5

3

Martin Marty, in his The Noise of Conflict, 1919-1941, vol. 2, Modern American Religion (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1991 ), and Pilgrims in their own Land (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1984) gears his
research toward showing the splintering of Protestant political thought with the debates between pacifists and
realists, such as Niebuhr and Morrison of Christianity and Crisis and Christian Century, respectively. He also
briefly mentions the role of the Federal Council of Churches. For similar themes, see Mark A. Noll, The Old
Religion in a New World (Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2002); Scott E. Gaustad, A Religious History
ofAmerica (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1990); and, Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the
American People, vol. 2 (New York: Doubleday & Company, 1975).
4
This approach is evident in the work of Roland Bainton, Christian Attitudes Toward War and Peace (New York:
Abingdon Press, 1960); "The churches and war: Historical Attitudes Toward Christian Participation," Social Action
11 (1945): 32-69; Ray H. Abrams, "The Churches and the Clergy in World War II," Annals ofthe American
Academy ofPolitical and Social Science 256 (1948): 110-119; and, Ronald A. Wells, ed., The Wars ofAmerica:
Christian Views (Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1981 ). For more specific views of
pacifism, see William E. Orser, "World War II and the Pacifist Controversy in the Major Protestant Churches,"
American Studies 14 (1973): 5-24; Lawrence S. Wittner, Rebels Against War: The American Peace Movement,
1941-1960 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1969); and, Charles Chatfield, For Peace and Justice: Pacifism
in America, 1914-1941 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1971).
5
Gerald L. Sittser, A Cautious Patriotism: The American Churches and the Second World War (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1997). This is a wonderfully researched and written book that seeks to answer
many of the omitted questions within World War II religious historiography. With the use of church periodicals and
conference statements, Sittser develops a variety of themes that, in his view, cut across denominational lines.
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This relative neglect within the secondary conversation is evident as well when one turns
to histories written exclusively for the BGC. Both Adolf Olson's A Centenary History and
Norris Magnuson's Missionsskolan, which re-tell the story of Swedish Baptist origins,
conference leadership, missionary efforts, and conference growth, completely omit any reference
to World War II and the BGC's attitude toward it. 6 The only mention of the conference's stance
toward World War II can be found in Martin Erikson's Centenary Glimpses. 7
Therefore, in this article, I intend to tell a story that has yet to be told. Both large-scale
religious and BGC historiography have, at least on some level, ignored the Swedish Baptist's
attitudes toward World War II. This project is a necessary one for the sake of local religious
history and Converge Worldwide. 8

III. Pre-Pearl Harbor Pacifism, Isolationism, and Military Noninterventionism
The Baptist General Conference's attitude toward World War II prior to the Japanese
attack on Pearl Harbor must be evaluated within the context of the interwar peace movement. 9 A
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Adolf Olson, A Centenary History (Illinois: Baptist Conference Press, 1952); and, Norris A. Magnuson,
Missionsskolan (St. Paul: Bethel Theological Seminary, 1982). Included within this camp of omission is David
Guston and Martin Erikson, ed., Fifteen Eventful Years (Chicago: Harvest Publishers, 1961); Norris Magnuson, How
We Grew: Highlights ofthe First Hundred Years ofBaptist General Conference History (Illinois: Baptist
Conference Press, 1984); and, C. George Erickson, Harvest on the Prairies (Illinois: Baptist Conference Press,
1956).
7
Martin Erikson, Centenary Glimpses: Baptist General Conference ofAmerica, 1852-1952 (Illinois: Baptist
Conference Press, 1952). Erikson offers an excerpt of a peace statement from the 1938 BGC Annual Convention.
8
In 2008 the Baptist General Conference adopted the new movement name of Converge Worldwide.
9
The reasons for the popularity of pacifism have been well-documented. Richard Pierard, in The Wars ofAmerica:
Christian Views (Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1981 ), submits that the general
disillusionment with war after WWI, the reaffirmation of the New Testament emphasis on love, the traditional
nonviolent doctrines of the historic peace churches, the liberal idea of innate human goodness, and the Marxist
teaching on the relationship between capitalism and war all contributed to interwar pacifism ( 152). Merle Curti, in
Peace or War: The American Struggle (New York: Garland Publishers, 1972) suggests, "The growth of the peace
movement proper was favored by the existence in all countries of widespread war-weariness and of general
disillusionment. The deflation of war idealism led to cynicism in some people, to wrath in others, and to a grim
determination on the part of some never again to be so misled" (268). See also Martin Marty, The Noise of Conflict,
1919-1941. Vol. 2, Modern American Religion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991 ), in which he asserts,
"In the First World War the Protestant church had been practically an agency of the state" (3 7 5). Marty suggests
that this memory haunted church leaders during the inter-war period and contributed to the subdued response in
World War II. For the general theological trends of the interwar years and beyond, see Donald B. Meyer, The
Protestant Search for Political Realism, 1919-1941 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1960).
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growing disillusionment with war as a legitimate means to settle conflict manifested itself in the
absolute rejection of war and violence, while insisting that the church must be a witness for
peace. The BGC annual convention passed the following resolution regarding war in 1938:
Therefore be it resolved that as a Swedish Baptist General Conference we reaffirm our
position as being opposed to all wars of aggression, and state as our conviction that
civilized nations should find it possible to settle their national and international problems
through the medium of Christian diplomacy and arbitration. We further pray and hope
that the leaders of our nation and of the world shall with increasing interest listen to His
voice who still speaks to us in the unforgettable words: 'Blessed are the peacemakers: for
10
they shall be called the children of God.'
A similar opposition is found in a Baptist Evangel article entitled "The Cannon Speaks
Again", where the editors insist upon the witness of the church to be one of peace and salvation:
"To tell the story of salvation in Jesus Christ is the job of the church. The world may reject or
accept. For the church has no responsibility. It has no promise that the world will be converted.
Its job is to witness faithfully." In the same article, they declare, "If Christ had been admitted to
national and international councils, if the leaders of nations had sought His will, the present
terror would not be upon the world." 11 It is clear these editors saw Christ, and necessarily the
church, at odds with the war and aggression. And to this end they were to embody the wisdom,
peace, and faithfulness that the world needed in a time of global crisis.
If distrust toward worldly diplomats and politicians marked BGC attitudes, then a fervent
longing for the end of war and a reign of peace did as well. J.O. Backlund, editor of The

Standard, captures this sentiment in an article entitled, "He Maketh Wars to Cease." Backlund
criticized the "statesmen of the world" and their "inability to bring about the peace which we
have longed and hoped for." Anxious for the end of war, he wrote, "But we do hope that the war
will not continue till the nations of the world shall have been bled white, and fall by the wayside,

10

Annual of the Baptist General Conference ofAmerica (1938), 107.
11
"The Cannon Speak Again," Baptist Evangel 19 (September 12, 1939): 2.
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the victims of their own war madness." Backlund concluded in a prophetic tone:" ... the spirit of
Christ will some day prove its supremacy over the selfishness and greed and cruelty and
stupidity of mankind, and reveal the fact that love is mightier than hatred and the soft hand of
mercy more powerful than the mailed fist of the warrior.

12

Coupled with their insistence on a peaceful witness of the church, BGC writers resisted
the temptation to redefine their conception of Christ in a militaristic guise. Editors of the Bethel

Clarion admitted the only solution to the threat of war was "in men; men of character established
in Jesus Christ and yielded to his way of love. We must yearn to bless our fellow man; we must
point out to him the cross, and the Christ of the cross, and our living Lord." 13 So too, a painting
on the front page of Our Little Folks depicted Jesus shielding a fearful young boy from danger
while holding his hand in opposition to the threat of a military tank. Under the painting reads,
"God, Send Peace on Earth!" 14 And in an article cited from the Baptist Herald, editors depict
Christ opposed to the folly of war:
There is no room for Christ in the picture of thundering tanks and belching howitzer
guns, of defenseless cities bombed by hurtling shells of death and sprayed by the stifling
fumes of poison gas. It is true that each side has called on the name of God to fight with
its battalions and to regard its cause as a crusade of righteousness. In the face of such
national hypocrisies one is almost constrained to write with the Psalmist: 'He that sitteth
in the heavens shall laugh: the Lord shall have them in derision.' 15
As conference leaders heralded Christ as the "Prince of Peace" and therefore utterly
opposed to the present war in Europe, they also sought a correlative for the church: the refusal to
hate. Haddon E. Klingberg, writer of "Facing Life's Problems" in the weekly newspaper Our

Youth, defended this correlative. He acknowledged, "We are not surprised at the attitude of the
world toward Hitler, but when we as Christians 'breathing threatening and slaughter' against him
12

J.O. Backlund, "He Maketh Wars to Cease," The Standard 38 (September 9, 1941): 4.
Editorial, "Brothers," Bethel Clarion 14 (May 24, 1939): 2.
14
"God, Send Peace On Earth," Our Little Folks 46 (November 12, 1939): 1.
15
"The Blackout of Peace," Baptist Evangel 21 (October 10, 1939): 5.
13
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and those who stand by him, we declare that can't be of the Lord." Challenging readers to take
the commands of the Sermon on the Mount literally and universally, Klingberg warned, "We
believe men and women, who are followers of Him who commanded us to 'love your enemies,
bless them that curse you, do good to them which despitefully use you,' should not permit
themselves to become engulfed in whirlpools of hatred toward anyone." 16 In another column
Klingberg differentiates between militarism-a disposition that "destroys democracy" and
"ignores the rights of others," and patriotism-a quality that is equated with the "spirit of
love." 17
Backlund of The Standard also expressed his disapproval of hatred in the Christian life.
"First of all" he stated, "war is in itself a deterrent to the Christian life and spirit. You cannot
hate your fellowmen, and seek their death, without losing something valuable from your soul."
He concluded somberly, "Christ's Peace on Earth must sound incongruous amid falling air
bombs and shattered human dwellings."

18

On the whole, therefore, BGC leaders understood the

New Testament ethic of love to be universal in nature, including all individuals and groups of
people. It was quite simple. Just as the love of God revealed in Jesus was extended to his
enemies, the church was not to harbor hatred toward any individual or nation.
Associated with the conference's stance of absolute pacifism and the exclusion of hatred
was its insistence on American isolationism and military noninterventionism. Still haunted by
the recent memory of World War I, BGC leaders were hesitant to call upon America's military
prowess.

Rather, they emphasized the importance of diplomacy, only leaving room for

economic aid to the British government.

16

Haddon E. Klingberg, "The Christian and Hatred," Our Youth 9 (March 2, 1941): 2.
Haddon E. Klingberg, "The Spirit of Militarism," Out Youth 34 (August 25, 1940): 2.
18
J.O. Backlund, "These Are Critical Times," The Standard 40 (September 28, 1940): 4.
17
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In the summer of 1940 during the annual BGC convention, leaders passed a resolution

entitled, "On Peace and National Defense." It stated that despite the fact that Americans were "a
chosen, a highly favored and a peculiarly blessed people of God," the United States was still in
danger of "being drawn into the fearful vortex of that seething political whirlpool in which many
of the world's nations are now struggling to preserve if possible their honor, their identity and
their very right of existence ... " The resolution concluded:
... be it therefore resolved, that we as a General Conference of Swedish Baptists of the
U.S.A., assembled in annual session in Rockford, IL., go on record as unalterably and
unequivocally opposed to any and every move on the part of the President and the
Congress of these United States, and other national, state, and local legislative bodies that
will in any way tend to draw us or drive us into a war of aggression on other shores, and
on other soil than our own ... 19
Publicists also called for military noninterventionism. Backlund concluded a column in

The Standard entitled, "We too are Conscientious Objectors," by stressing the significance of
American neutrality: "We are certainly in favor of staying as far away from the precipice of the
present war as is humanly possible. May God keep us from getting embroiled in a conflict in the
making of which we have no share." 20 Editors of the Bethel Clarion asked questions regarding
the motives of American preparedness. "In the first place" they asked, "what are we preparing
for, WAR or PEACE? If we don't want to fight, then why roll up our sleeves? No one with a
determination to get what he wants has been pacified by seeing his opponent take off his coat
and vest." 21
Another column extolled the virtue of "clear-headed thinking," which avoided the
temptation to "cast our lots with the war lords" as well as "not bother our little heads with the
considerations of problems." Conversely, the columnists urged readers to "ally ourselves with

19

Annual of the Baptist General Conference ofAmerica (1940), 126.
J.O. Backlund, "We too are Conscientious Objectors," The Standard 15 (April 12, 1941): 4.
21
Editorial, "Prepare For What? War-Peace," Bethel Clarion 3 (October 15, 1940): 2.
20
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the interests of justice, peace, and right living."

22

In addition to these objections to war, Herbert

E. Palmquist, writing in Our Youth, echoed their sense of hesitancy: "It is our fervent hope that
America may be able to stay out of this terrible war ... Meanwhile we ought to give our assistance
wherever possible and whenever possible to the side of right and truth wherever it is found."

23

The resolutions passed a year later at the 1941 BGC convention indicate that very little
had changed in the minds of the Swedish Baptists. While allowing for a stronger stance against
totalitarianism and a closer relationship with European democracies, conference leaders still
were reluctant to intervene in any way more substantial than what the Lend-Lease Act (1941)
stipulated: " ... therefore be it resolved, that we renounce war as a means of settling international
difficulties, and resolved, that we express to our President of these United States our appreciation
of his repeated efforts to keep this nation out of armed participation in foreign wars, while giving
. ... 24
great a1.d to th e democrac1es
Yet not all were so enthusiastic concerning America's economic assistance toward
England.

It is possible many saw this as simply another step toward full-scale military

involvement. 25 Backlund of The Standard voiced his skepticism of the possibilities that might
ensue from Roosevelt's policy. "If this demand for more power-many have said dictatorial
power-is granted, is there any guarantee that the call for arms and supplies for England may not

22

Editorial, Bethel Clarion 11 (March 20, 1940): 2.
23
Herbert E. Palmquist, "Our Loyalties," Our Youth 3 (January 21 , 1940): 2.
24
Annual of the Baptist General Conference ofAmerica (1941), 124. Charles Chatfield, in his book For Peace and
Justice: Pacifism in America, 1914-1941 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1971) describes the Lend-Lease
Act, as well as the Neutrality Acts of 1937 and 1939, as "an act to keep the United States out of war, although it
extended cash-and-carry provisions to the sale of arms and munitions to belligerents" (314 ). In this light, both
pieces of legislation tilted America closer to the possibility of military interventionism and thus further away from
its inter-war stance of isolationism.
25
In "The Churches and the Clergy in World War II," Annals ofthe American Academy ofPolitical and Social
Science 256 (1948), Ray H. Abrams discusses how the Neutrality Acts were simply a guise through which America
could maintain support of European Allies without being labeled "interventionist." He writes, "It would seem that
most Americans had never really been neutral ... The Neutrality acts were weakened and we were virtually in war as
a partner to the allies except in terms of armed conflict" (110). To many, though, including BGC leaders, this was
the final straw toward military interventionism.
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be followed by demand for armies to handle the arms, for crews to man the ships? Can we be
certain that 'aid short of war' may not develop into 'aid including war'?" 26
As prominent conference figures denounced the war in Europe and carved out a confined
role for the United States, many conceived of a different war for the church, one in which
Christians had an active role in winning. This war was to be waged at the spiritual level, where
the church's weapons were not guns and gas bombs, but prayer, faithful and moral witness, and
trust in God's premillenial Kingdom and its ultimate abolishment of all war. These weapons all
but disarmed the church's role in the world's social and diplomatic affairs. In doing so, they
substantiated the conference's aspirations of absolute pacifism, isolationism, and military
noninterventionism.
Henry Wingblade, writing before his induction as the President of Bethel Institute, began
an article published in The Standard with these words: "Is it possible to war with love in heart, to
carry on most strenuously with peace like a river within, to strike powerfully at the enemy with
the avowed purpose of making them happy?"

In answering his own question, Wingblade

submitted, "Yes, when the warfare is spiritual and when the enemy is the enemy of mankind.
That warfare is what the true Christian Church is carrying on today. "

27

Earlier the same year, a poem found in Our Youth entitled, "What Makes a Nation
Great?" elaborated on this notion as well. It reads:
Not serried ranks with flags unfurled,
Not armored ships that gird the world,
Not boasted deeds in freedom's cause,
That land is great which knows the Lord,
Whose songs are guided by his word,
Where, breathing in his native air,
28
Each soul finds joy in praise and prayer.
26

J.O. Backlund, "Roosevelt Re-inaugurated," The Standard 4 (January 25, 1941): 4.
Henry Wingblade, "A Peaceful Conflict," The Standard 48 (November 29, 1940): 2.
28
Alexander Blackburn, "What Makes a Nation Great," Our Youth 26 (June 30, 1940): 2.

27
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In particular, prayer was of immediate urgency for conference people. H. B. Soderberg wrote,
"Become unselfish in your praying. Pray for your community, for your city, for your state, and
for your nation, and that God who controls the destiny of men and of nations will hear ... " Later
in the same article he exclaimed, "There is a great S.O.S. call ringing out over our nation at this
hour. It is a call to prayer .. . There are many things which you may not see as I see them, but
surely you see that our nation, and all the nations of the earth, need the help of Almighty God in
these critical days." 29
Fundamental

to

the

conference's

stance

of absolute

pacifism

and

military

noninterventionism was a belief in the coming of a premillenial kingdom of God that would
decisively end all wars of aggression. This meant that for many BGC leaders, the Christian
duties of peacemaking were often reserved for spiritual piety achieved through prayer. For only
with the coming of the kingdom of God would the world be rid of all war, but until that that time,
the church was not to overstep her boundaries. This mindset was illustrated by John Alquist, a
writer for The Standard. "Mankind" he argued, "has no power to stop earthquakes or floods
from destroying life and property. Neither can mankind stop war." He concluded, "There have
been many wars ... and every war which has been since that time, has been stopped by God. And
we hope and pray that the time is near, when all wars shall cease forever." 30 Backlund echoed
this sentiment: "The whole story of the kingdom of God has not yet been told. In God's good
time we believe that the implements of warfare which shall not have been converted into tools of
peace will be preserved as museum pieces in the great hall of history of the Commonwealth of
God." 31

29
30
31

H.B. Soderberg, "Call to Prayer," The Standard (February 6, 1940): 9.
John Alquist, "We Pray for Peace But We Get War," The Standard 15 (April 19, 1941): 3.
J.O. Backlund, "The Prince of peace in Times of War," The Standard 50 (December 20, 1941): 4.
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While the majority of conference leaders extolled the virtues of Christian pacifism, on the
morning of December 7, 1941 two waves of Japanese fighter planes attacked the United States
naval base at Pearl Harbor, killing over 2,400 and wounding nearly 1,300 military personnel.
The United States was faced with a war it had distanced itself from for over two years. As
American military efforts were mobilized and patriotism was kindled, how would the Baptist
General Conference, a community that previously had praised American isolationism and
military noninterventionism, respond?

IV. The Post-Pearl Harbor Pacifist Collapse and Patriotic Justification
Like the vast majority of Americans, both religious and secular, the BGC discarded
absolute pacifism, isolationism, and military noninterventionism following the attack on Pearl
Harbor and adopted an attitude of patriotic support for America's war efforts. 32 Whereas the
paradigmatic shift from pacifistic skepticism to patriotic allegiance was a consistent belief held
throughout the conference, its mood was of two types: some leaders exhibited a "cautious
patriotism" that was not without some degree of ambivalence and reservation, while others
expressed a fanatic nationalism that cast America's cause in righteous and crusading terms.33

32

See A Religious History ofthe American People Vol. 2 (New York: Doubleday & Company, 1975), where
Sydney E. Ahlstrom comments on this shift of attitude: "On Sunday, 7 December 1941, therefore, as a result of
Japan's assault on Pearl Harbor, Americans awoke to the massive irony of national consensus in the actuality of war.
In a day the situation had changed. What had been confused became clear. The great debates were at end. An
'army' of pacifists dwindled to about twelve thousand (or about 1 percent of those who registered for the draft).
About $4 million was raised during the war to support various forms of alternative service" (444). Martin Marty, in
his Pilgrims in their own Land (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1984), affirms Ahlstrom's conclusion: "There
was a war to prosecute and win, a nation to defend. The churches produced a few pacifists .. .The religious leaders
worked to stimulate national loyalty without encouraging idolatry" (401 ). And finally, Ralph Moellering in his
Modern War and the American Churches (New York: The American Press, 1956), writes, "Most American
ministers were assured of the justice of our cause by the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, which was pictured to
them as an act of unwarranted aggression. Whereas many had contended vigorously against our entrance into war
before December 7, 1941, they changed their minds immediately when our Hawaiian outpost was endangered" (89).
33
"A cautious patriotism" was first coined by Gerald L. Sittser in his A Cautious Patriotism (Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 1997). Here my findings deviate slightly from the majority of secondary scholarship on the
issue of the nature of ecclesiastical patriotism during the war. Most scholars clearly identify World War I with
nationalistic fanaticism and World War II with a subdued patriotic support. William E. Orser, in his "World War II
and the Pacifist Controversy in the Major Protestant Churches," American Studies 14 ( 1973): 5-24, writes, "Largely
a result of their inter-war commitments of the intense debate over pacifism, the churches at the very least weathered
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The apprehensive leaders voiced their general support of America's role, but only if it was
devoid of hate, long-term military commitment, and could secure a just and durable peace.
Those supportive of more fanatical forms of patriotism stressed the righteousness of America's
intervention, and therefore God's providential guidance over the Allied forces.
Despite the varying degrees of patriotism expressed within the BGC, almost all the
conference leaders stressed America's defensive role in the military effort, emphasizing the
nation's prior stance of neutrality and their provoked shift to military interventionism.
Furthermore, many understood the church as being fundamentally supportive of democracy and
the Allies over against totalitarianism and the Axis powers. In this light, many leading BGC
leaders assumed that along with democracy, Christianity and the church also had a vested
interest in an Allied victory. For it was only through Christ, the "Prince of Peace," that these
leaders believed the world could establish a lasting peace between warring nations.
The cautious patriotism expressed by many leaders was loyal to the war effort but at a
tentative distance.

The 1942 BGC resolutions expressed the inevitability of military

interventionism that many conference leaders believed to be true: "World War II is everybody's
war. There is no person, no society, no organization, which will escape the clutches of this war.
The war involves Bethel Institute just as it involves all other schools." 34 But this support would
not be without introspection. In The Standard, an article obtained from Christian Century stated,

the Second World War without the taint of having 'presented arms' in the jingoistic fashion of some of their World
War I sentiments. Instead they approached it in somber awareness that they were witnesses of a world plummeting
headlong into the next stage of the war system .. .If the Second World War brought an unusual degree of national
unity and self-assurance, it also produced an important measure of social tensions and personal stress" (21 ). In
addition to this, Mark Noll in The Old Religion in a New World (William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2002),
agrees: "The Second World War enlisted the support of most of the churches, but the crusading, apocalyptic zeal
that had fueled religious support of the First World War was largely absent" (159). While many BGC leaders did in
fact exhibit a "cautious patriotism," others did not. Their responses were much more complex than these scholars
make it out to be. To this end, I have proposed two brands of support that were present during the war: a "cautious
patriotism" and nationalistic fanaticism. For World War I, see Ray H. Abrams, Preachers Present Arms (Scottsdale:
Herald Press, 1969); and for World War II, see Sitter's A Cautious Patriotism.
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" ... this war is being waged with a minimum of religious emotion. Until now, America has
fought no precarious war in which the assumption that God was on our side and blessing our
banners could not be evoked as an inspiration to loyalty, heroism, and duty ... " It continued,
"Pastors in the parish and chaplains in the field convince their spiritual ministrations largely to
the consolation of religion and refrain from any attempt to inspire the fighting with a Christian
motivation." 35 Thus, leaders accepted the necessity of America's involvement in the war but not
without careful reservations. They would not fall prey to the national jingoism of World War I.
Pastor Anton Sjolund of the First Swedish Baptist Church in Minnesota expressed a
similar ambivalence.

In a weekly bulletin written specifically for servicemen and women,

Sjolund asserted:
Our nation is joined with others today in fierce conflict against oppression,
bondage and tyranny. It would be well if some one were inspired to write a great hymn.
'Praise the Lord and pass the Ammunition' is a sad commentary on the mental and
spiritual status of our day and generation. We are engaged in battle, but we are not
36
winning a war without God.
Even at war's end Sjolund was hesitant. Addressing a student gathering at chapel after V-E Day,
he encouraged listeners to rejoice because "the oppression has been prevented," but to make sure
it is in a "restrained and sober" manner because of the horrific number of casualties as well as the
financial burden incurred from the war effort. 37
government accountable for their wartime goals.

Some even ventured to hold the American
"We have the right" Dr. Will Houghton

pleaded, "to ask our government to outline definitely its aim in this war. For what are our boys
to fight?" He concluded dismally, "If our country needs our boys we say with tears in our hearts,
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'Take them.' But we plead with those in authority to think as in the light of eternity, and then
clearly, honestly, and without self-deception to outline the goal of it all. " 38
In one final example worth mentioning, R. Von Kleist, an adjutant in the military,

challenged readers to resist the temptation of glorious triumphalism when evaluating wartime
victories. "How often at the report of great victories" he reflected, "(which really amount to the
slaughtering of so many thousands ... ) we jump with delight, because it is our enemy who has
suffered. Those whom Jesus prayed for!" Instead he warned, "Our bitter feeling toward any
human being means defeat in every part of our life. We cannot be right with God while we are
wrong with our fellow-men. Only the lives that are right with God are winning lives." 39 Thus,
for Kleist, the war was not worth winning if it could not be waged in a manner consistent with
the witness of Jesus.
In addition to the apprehension toward fanaticism of many conference leaders, there were

some who maintained a consistent repudiation of war before and after Pearl Harbor. Like many
had before the attack, these figures attempted to remain faithful to the pacifist Christ of the New
Testament not by refusing to support American military efforts, but by renouncing hatred
directed toward wartime enemies.

40

Haddon Klingberg, writing in Our Youth expressed this

conviction: "We cannot change our attitude toward war, for that is clearly defined for all time for
the followers of the Nazarene by the Master himself. Christian young men under the colors have
not altered their opinion of war; nor have they taken up the sword in hatred or a revengeful spirit,
but in obedience to the government of which they are a part." 41
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Backlund of The Standard agreed that hate was the final line that the church must never cross.
He wrote, "But hate!-No, we draw the line there. We shall support the war efforts of our
nation, and pray for the tragedy to end soon. But we refuse to hate, for if we do, there will be
less of us worth saving, and more of us deserving to suffer for our sins." 42 In an article obtained
from the Bellingham Herald, Gordon Carlson insisted that the injunction to love ones enemies
was still applicable to Christians during wartime.

According to Carlson, only through this

avenue would reconciliation and forgiveness have the opportunity to triumph in the post-war
world. 43
Contrasted with the unbridled hate present in World War I, conference leaders insisted
that love for one's enemies was demanded from the witness of Jesus. Evert J. Blekkink in an
article entitled, "Love Your Enemies," insisted, "The love of enemies is not a privilege, it is a
must ... This is God's way of dealing with his enemies and to make them friends." He concluded
by urging readers toward repentance and reconciliation: "It is quite possible that there is fault on
both sides and that a mutual repentance is in order. Oh, to see ourselves as others see us!" 44
Even at Bethel Institute students were summoned to reject hate and embrace love. Reporting on
a discussion between professors and students, one article reads, "On the question, 'In support of
the war is the attitude of hate necessary?' It was concluded that hatred is hard to avoid, but we
should hate a belief and way of life, not the individual ... The motive for fighting is to establish
freedom of religion, democracy, and win the peace." 45
Therefore, BGC leaders interpreted the significance of New Testament pacifism
differently before and after Pearl Harbor. Prior to the attack, many understood the demands to be
42
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universal in nature, compelling the church to reject military intervention and appeal to strict
pacifism and isolationism. Yet after Pearl Harbor, leaders discarded pacifism and were inclined
to reinterpret the love of ones enemies as simply the refusal to harbor hatred.

Thus by

distinguishing between the internal dispositions of different types of hate, some legitimate and
others not, conference leaders were able to stand by the New Testament ethic of enemy-love
while at the same time accepting and supporting America's wartime efforts. In sum, despite the
tension expressed by various publishers, they saw no contradiction in urging the church to reject
the hatred of enemies, while at the same time prodding the church to justify the killing of those
.
enemies.

While these leaders exhibited a cautious patriotism, there were others who understood
America's wartime role in fanatical and nationalistic terms. These figures tended to view God's
providential hand to be at work in America's efforts, and at times, they believed God would
divinely sanction and protect their wartime strivings. One such figure was David Nygren who,
in an article written for The Standard exclaimed, " . . .we have confidence in our great
Commander! Let us tilt our chin and press on! A high honor is bestowed upon us in that we are
counted worthy to be soldiers in the army of the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords."

46

Some leaders began by justifying the legitimacy of the "Christian soldier."

P.

Engelbrekth, is an article entitled "Christian soldier," cited Cornelius, the Italian centurion in
Acts 10, who "did not tum a conscientious objector after his conversion." "To many a pacifist"
he wrote, "it must seem rather strange that a soldier, carrying a sword, and God be on such
splendid terms with one another." 47

Private Donald Coleman reiterated this sentiment:

"Distasteful as the subject of soldiers may be to many Christians, it should be remembered that it
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has given the writers of Scripture some of their finest examples of obedience and discipline." He
continued to cite "Paul's richest reference to soldiering" found in Ephesians 6:13-17, as well as
II Timothy 2:3: "Endure hardship with us like a good soldier of Christ Jesus." 48 Thus, both these
writers sought to defend the Christian serviceman by appealing to the New Testament accounts
of centurions who exhibiting faith and virtue in face of adversity.
Some leaders expanded on this and went so far as to claim that God supernaturally had
been and would continue to defend American troops in battle. Responding to a claim that the
faith of servicemen would not necessarily ensure their physical safety in combat, one contributor
wrote, "With this we take issue. United prayer of loving Christian family and friends, whose
very lives are bound up in their boys, will bring a favorable answer." Later in the article he
reminded his reader to "Never forget that natural law takes its own course until it is interfered
with by the prayers and faith of Christians" and that "God warns us to 'Above all take the shield
of FAITH whereby ye shall be able to quench ALL THE FIERY DARTS of the wicked' (Eph.
6: 16)."49 Writing in The Standard Chaplain Gordon H. Anderson affirmed: "Already we have
seen and heard of phenomenal victories due to the providence of God and miraculous escapes as
soldiers looked up in faith claiming the promises of God. It is well to be on God's side when the
sun is shining and to be assured that He will be on our side when we are in the darkness of the
night." 50
In sum, therefore, these conference figures espousing fanatic and nationalistic views of

American foreign policy understood the war effort to be primarily a struggle of good versus evil.
It was assumed that America with her righteous and just cause would merit the divine protection
of a God who chose sides in international conflict.
48
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Regardless of what brand of patriotism was embraced, most agreed that the church had a
necessary role in the Allied war effort. The Christian ideals of freedom, justice, and equality
were assumed to be thoroughly consistent with democratic principles and therefore utterly
opposed to all forms of totalitarianism and Axis political regimes.
The 1941 Annual resolutions spoke of this wartime stance: "Whereas, we are saddened
by the plight of the warring and captive nations and the suffering of innocent peoples, therefore,
be it resolved that we disapprove of totalitarianism, and express our sincere appreciation of the
democratic peoples and our sympathy of them in their struggle against tyranny... " 51 Klingberg
of Our Youth also exhibited such a viewpoint, one that saw the marriage of Christianity and
democracy:
We believe that under the so-called 'democratic' governments the world will be a happier
place for all men to live in ... We believe that in a 'democratic' world the church will
better be able to carry out the program outlined in 'The Great Commission.' The
'dictators' are not in sympathy with the Christian church, and its allegiance to God and
His son; nor have they any love for a Gospel whose first tenet is freedom of the mind and
soul. The church is not fertile soil for dictatorships. 52
Leading conference voices also criticized totalitarianism, thereby underwriting the
church's support of democracy. 53 Backlund, in an article entitled, "Looking into the Future,"
questioned both communism and national socialism. "Will the new paganism of central Europe
win the day" he asked, "or will the Christian faith regain its hold where its sway, after a thousand
or more of Christian witness, has been disrupted? And Russia, antichristian, communistic, ruled
by a ruthless dictator, will it open its portals again, after the war, to the gospel of Christ?" 54 A.G.
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Lagerquist, a prominent pastor at the time, similarly condemned the 'anti-Christian' dimension
within European politics, which had in tum created Europe into "an armed camp for slaughter
and misery."

According to Lagerquist, the European dictators were "at enmity with truth,

reverence, justice, humility and the Christian religion" and denied "the existence of God and His
power." 55

To many leaders, European totalitarianism was equated with atheism and thus

rejected. Yet rejection was never an end in itself; it was always followed by the church's support
of democracy.
And still there were others who saw Christianity as a stumbling block by which European
dictatorships would eventually topple. C.G. Miller of The Standard argued:
You may destroy Hitler but that by no means destroys Hitlerism. You cannot tum a
cannon on an 'Idea.' We can meet foolish ideas only with superior ideas. And the only
way America can successfully combat the fatal philosophy of Europe is by a higher and
stronger philosophy. We who are Christians believe that Christianity alone can have the
philosophy that can and will meet these disruptive theories. 56
Ralph Holman went so far as to identify American Christianity as vital to victory. "In American
Christianity" he contended, "lies the greater portion of the force for righteousness, and if this
force is exerted to its capacity, the balance between good and evil can be swung toward the way
that is right."

57

Overall, therefore, BGC leaders understood America and democracy as the

beacons of freedom, justice, and equality; and for the church not to support such a foreign policy
against 'anti-Christian' totalitarianism would in and of itself be contrary to the demands of the
Gospel.
Not only did leaders see the church's role to be harmonious with democracy and the
Allied cause, many regarded Christianity as the moral force that would ensure a durable and
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lasting peace. Without the "Prince of Peace" it was thought, post-war peace settlements would
be at best temporary and at worst a catalyst for future conflict.
During the BGC annual convention of 1943, Dean Emory Johnson issued the following
statement regarding post-war reconstruction:
God help us if in the post-war period the leadership of the many nations is not
predominantly Christians. Right now we are concerned with winning the war and rightly
so; but we must not be blind to the fact that unless we prepare leadership for the
reestablishment of peace, we might lose the peace as we did before, and we can be sure
that we shall never have another chance ...As Christians we must be "salt" and "light" in
a world tom by strife and confusion. Bethel Junior College is able to give a Christian
interpretation of the world problems; Bethel Theological Seminary is able to give a
Christian solution to the world problems; together, Bethel Institute can serve in an hour
of world need. 58
Both Bethel Junior College and Bethel Theological Seminary, therefore, were seen as
instrumental institutions that equipped students to extend their Christian worldviews to the realm
of international politics. Sigurd Forsmark, much less specifically, also reflected on the post-war
world. In an article entitled, "A Righteous Victory," Forsmark outlines what in his estimation
must be accomplished if a "lasting and righteous" peace was to prevail. He wrote:
One thing, however, is certain, we are looking forward to a day of peace. But as
adherents to the principles of our Lord Jesus Christ, we shall not and must not be content
with just any kind of peace: we are looking forward to a righteous peace, based upon the
teachings of Christ, and a peace that shall benefit us all, friend or foe; and we do believe
such a goal can be obtained. But, on the other hand, if Christ be left out, and if peace
terms are to be dictated by man and by superior strength and the might of the sword, we
shall wait in vain for a real and lasting peace. If Christ be left out at the coming peace
conference, the whole war will have been fought in vain- the lives lost and the tears shed
and the blood spilled will prove utterly futile. All our work and toil and sacrifices will
then be of little value ... In saying that we must have a righteous peace, and a victory
based upon the principles of the cross, we are not dwelling on fanciful ideas which can
never be made real. The Cross is the only sound and logical and possible basis for such a
victory; moreover, Christ expects us, and it is our privilege and within the power of usas His church- to bring about that victory. Here is a chance for the church of Christ to
redeem itself and to show its power and influence, and here is a challenge to the church
such as it never had before. 59
58
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Forsmark's idea of a post-war peace based upon the "principles of the cross" was common
among BGC leaders. A sense of fear can be noted in his words, a fear that drove many leaders to
insist on a "Christian" plan for post-war reconstruction, while overstepping the implementation
of such a plan.
Echoing Forsmark's hopes, Chaplain Roy Skepstedt proposed, "The only way that a just
and lasting peace can be brought out of the present crisis is to go to the one who is an expert, a
specialist, a real master, the one who has the real answer to the problem of peace, namely the
PRINCE OF PEACE, none other than the Son of God, the Lord Jesus Christ." 60 Backlund
followed the same line of reasoning. "The spirit of Christ" he demanded, "will have to be given
an opportunity to assert itself at the peace table after the arms have been laid down east and west,
if the armistice to be is to grow into peace on earth and good-will among men." 61 And Anton
Sjolund, in his weekly bulletin In Our Country's Service, submitted, "Statesmen have promised
much which they have not been able to fulfill. Christ is wise enough and mighty enough to bring
peace not only to a troubled heart but to a weary and troubled world." 62
One of the few figures who indeed gave more detail in how to best establish such a
description of peace was Theodore Anderson. In a series of five lectures, Anderson urged for
international cooperation in which the "special privileges based on assumptions of the superiority
of one race" were discarded in the interest of all. Later he suggested this type of cooperation
"must be based on the interdependence of nations" that has "some kind of an international
organization. " 63
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In any case, aside from the role of educational initiatives, most peace proposals were

quite ambiguous, stressing the importance of Christianity's role in shaping the post-war world,
while neglecting to offer specific steps to establish such a world.

Leaders seemed more

interested in directing the church's support toward the aid of democracy and subsequently the
Allied war effort. Assuming that Christianity had unique contributions to make in both the fight
against totalitarianism as well as the establishment of a "lasting and righteous" peace, the BGC
supported America's military efforts primarily in ways consistent with the service of the church;
namely, the spiritual mentoring, nourishment, and protection of servicemen and women.

V. Maintaining Spiritual Protection: chaplaincy and the church
Along with the patriotic support of America's war efforts, many conference leaders were
apprehensive of the social conditions of the military camps, which were often given to alcoholic
consumption, gambling, and sexual promiscuity-three activities the BGC had historically taken
strong stances against. Leading figures sought to safeguard Christian servicemen and women in
two primary ways: 1) the mailing of Bibles, devotions, letters, Standards and other religious
materials from the conference laypersons; 2) the sending of conference chaplains for spiritual
aid.
The bulk of the warning concerning the atmosphere of military camps came from J.O.
Backlund of The Standard. In one year alone, Backlund published a series of three articles
spelling out the conditions of the camps. In the first article he warned, "An army is no school of
morals. It never was. There will be no end of debasing influence brought to bear on our boys in
camp. Our church boys will come in touch with other men who have no use for religion and will
not hesitate to say so."

64

In a subsequent article Backlund tells of men who "will have notions as

to philosophy of life and ethical viewpoints which have not had their genesis in the church of
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Christ."

65

And in still another article, the editor cautioned readers of the various activities

Christian servicemen would experience in the camps. "We do know" he warned, "that the forces
of evil are busy-very busy. The saloon and house of prostitution are crowding as close to our
army camps as they conveniently can, and to the men on leave there is every inducement to
spend their last penny destroying the soul and body. These dangers are very real." 66 There was
a tension for the BGC in supporting a "righteous and just" effort in America's military
campaigns, even though the means by which that effort was carried out were stricken with the
immoralities of drinking, gambling, and sexual promiscuity.
With these suspicions circulating, leaders took initiatives to provide the means by which
conference laypeople could contribute to the spiritual aid of servicemen. During the 1942 annual
BGC convention leaders passed a resolution which stated:
Whereas a large number of the young men from various churches have been called away
to serve in the armed forces of our land, and are thus being subjected to conditions and
environments that are strange and trying to them; be it resolved that we as a Conference
do hereby encourage all of our churches, and particularly those located in the vicinity of
camps, to do all within their power to help our boys socially and spiritually. 67
Indeed BGC leaders saw the military camp as a place of temptation to be resisted by all within
the conference, clergy and laity.

To this end, The Standard provided the means by which

conference members were able to provide support to those serving.

Each week the Bethel

Clarion published a list of names and addresses of conscripted men within the conference
entitled, "With Our Alumni Fighting For Uncle Sam." Readers were encouraged to write letters
of support, send copies of the Bethel Clarion, and update the servicemen with happenings at the
Bethel Institute.
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Not only were readers given the addresses of servicemen, The Standard advertised a host
of religious materials that could be purchased and sent to soldiers.

With the motto "Bring

Religion to the Ranks!" devotionals such as "The Secret Place," and "Strength for Service to
God and Country" were specifically designed for our men in the armed forces. "Strength for
Service" was engineered to "meet the growing need for spiritual strength and concentrated
.
. .
courage. R everent, 1nsp1r1ng,
manly. ,,68
Bible-reading was also encouraged. The "Cromwellian Soldiers' Pocket Bible," with its
"bullet-proof, waterproof, pocket-seized" frame allowed the soldier to receive the spiritual
insight he needed during battle. 69 And with the goal of creating spiritual camaraderie with
stationed soldiers, from Thanksgiving to Christmas in 1944, conference leaders urged
subscribers to read scheduled passages from the Bible that soldiers were reading concurrently.70
Bethel Institute too directed their efforts toward the spiritual maintenance of studentsoldiers. Midway through the war, "Victory Book Campaigns" were organized with the purpose
of providing books for servicemen and women as well as U.S.O. centers outside the military
camps. 71 Students were encouraged to deliver any unwanted books at the Clarion office with a
note classifying them as "Victory Books." A year later, Bethel Institute's post office was turned
into a "Service Men's Center," a headquarters for keeping information on the location and
address of military personnel, as well as for the mailing of letters, Standards, and other religious
materials. Overseeing these events was Bethel Institute's dean, Emory A. Johnson, who headed
the project of writing personal letters to servicemen and women and updated them on campus
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news and provided spiritual support.

72

In all of these efforts, the purpose may be summarized by

Backlund when he wrote, "The men in service should be made to realize that they have the
spiritual backing of a strong church which is willing to go far beyond the first mile in its
endeavor to hedge them about with the spiritual aids which are needed in order that they may
emerge out of the present struggle strong and spiritually fit." 73 Therefore, conference leaders
were convinced of a battle within a battle, one in which military men and women were
confronted by camp immorality and thus needed the support of church communities that offered
spiritual protection.
For conference leaders, maintaining the spiritual welfare of military men and women
never meant disassociation from the ranks. For America's cause was surely just, and to interfere
with the war effort through conscientious objection was to interfere with the justice of God
toward wartime enemies. Leading figures saw spiritual protection as a phenomenon that was to
occur within the camps themselves. As a means toward this end, chaplaincy became a primary
concern. The 1944 BGC Annual reported that more than ten percent of ordained conference
ministers had entered chaplaincy. 74
The chaplain was held in high esteem in many leaders' minds, fostering both the courage
to enter the military ranks as well as the spiritual insight to guide troubled soldiers. Backlund
venerated these men in many articles written for The Standard. He wrote, "The men who have
already entered chaplaincy service are of our best. They are young, strong, intellectually keen,
and men who are likely to make their impression on the men with whom they come in contact." 75
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Others saw chaplains as spiritual giants: "The minister has always had to be a versatile fellow-a
sort of spiritual jack-of-all-trades-but the minister who becomes a chaplain must be all that a
regular pastor is and infinitely more." 76
In any case, the chaplain was seen as a conduit through which the spiritual benefits of

conference churches could be channeled to servicemen and women. 77 In one article Backlund
suggested that the chaplain's connection to God was far more important than the cultivation of
morality: "Entirely apart from the fact that we know of no brand of Christianity that deals only in
negations and pacifism, we can hardly see what business any man has in the pulpit, whether in
army or civilian life, unless he has a message that totals up to something beyond and above army
morale. There is the matter of getting in touch with God."

78

Altogether, then, many conference leaders saw no inconsistency in calling for the
spiritual protection for soldiers against the evils of alcohol, gambling, and sex, while at the same
time rousing the courage of conscripted boys to kill nationally acclaimed enemies. The former
was universally condemned while the latter was justified under specific circumstances. For
many leading figures, these social sins were heralded as the worst imaginable, whereas killing
was never understood as killing, but as a sacrifice for national glory. Furthermore, never did
these leading voices perceive chaplaincy to be a threat to the separation of church and state-a
view that American Baptists had historically been forerunners of. To the contrary, they were
quite prepared to bless the state and its wartime activities if need be.
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VI. The Immorality of Humanity
With the onslaught of World War II, BGC leaders were compelled to find reasons for its
occurrence.

Subsequently, many suggested the immorality of humanity contributed to the

atrocities of global war. To remedy this problem, leaders urged members toward a spiritual
renewal that would, in some way, help achieve peace and end the war. But this pragmatic
approach did not altogether satisfy many people. Thus, in addition, wartime theodicies sought to
legitimize the possibility of an all-powerful and all-loving God in the wake of such abhorrent
events. Still there were those who utilized this theological position to fight domestic evils as
well.
In piecing these variables together, president-elect Henry Wingblade argued that the piety

of American Christians influenced wartime efforts: "The defense of a nation is the presence of
God in the hearts of those who have put their faith in him." Later in the article he asserted, "The
strength of America is in direct proportion to the place that the Word of God has in the hearts of
the people ... " 79 For Wingblade, America's wartime success was not determined solely by the
magnitude of military buildup or the cleverness of battle tactics. It also hinged on the church's
faithfulness (or unfaithfulness) to God and God's Word.
Taking into account this perspective, many harshly condemned the sins of America.
Among others, A. J. Wingblade illustrated the conference's view toward national immorality.
"Whatever the armies of the European countries number" he warned, "America has an 'army' of
law breakers ... The causalities in Europe are large; in America crimes takes a toll of 1,000 lives
each month." 80

Others spelled out social evils more articulately. Edward Pruden of The

Standard, in an article published midway through the war, accused America of contributing to an
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"increasing amount of profanity," becoming an "intemperate people," as well as a "spiritually
shallow nation." 81 And to many leaders, the "lack of moral discernment" among Americans was
the final straw: "Sadder than our want of moral discernment is the attendant attitude. 'What
difference does it make anyway!' So indifferent has our generation become to the holiness and
sovereignty of God!" 82
These allegations did not come without the opportunity for repentance and spiritual
renewal. In an article entitled, "Tell America to Go to Its Knees," an army lieutenant stated,
"Again I plead, tell America to pray. This war will not end until nations and people have paid in
blood and tears for thrusting God out of their hearts and countries." 83 In addition, Backlund
outlined how repentance could lead to victory:
The first step toward victory is to tum to God with our whole heart and implore Him to
forgive us for our sins, both individual and national. The second step is to forsake our
old ways of sin and disobedience to God and walk uprightly and humbly before God.
The third step should be to pray for victory over our adversaries on earth and victory will
come so rapidly that we will be amazed. To pray to God for victory in this war and leave
the sin question untouched and go on in our own ways contrary to God's command and
word is mockery. 84
To be sure, conference leaders never condemned America without leaving room for renewal.
Their hope was always grounded in the sentiment expressed by Henry Wingblade, in which
America's defense, victory, and blessing was contingent on her faithfulness to God's commands.
These views regarding America's immorality prompted some conference figures to
consider the question of theodicy: how does one reconcile an all-powerful and all-good God with
the horrific tragedies of genocide, carpet bombing, and nuclear fallout? Most leaders appealed to
free-will defense, emphasizing the right of individuals to freely choose right or wrong, and
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thereby, in some sense, direct the course of human events. More often than not, leaders were
insistent that human immorality was to blame, not God. "God has formed us in His own image
with ability to choose our own way" wrote Herbert Palmquist of Our Youth, "The fact is that
God wants us to stop all this evil. He wants us to stop the war. We were the ones who started it,
not He.

This has not come of itself; it is the result of age-old sins of selfishness, hatred,

vindictiveness, ungodliness." 85 Others argued that God was bound by the very laws he created.
M.E. Dodd suggested that "God cannot suspend the law of grace or life or nature in order to save
one individual or one group or one generation." To do so, he maintained, "would do them and
all humanity infinitely more harm than good." 86
In an article published during Thanksgiving, 1941, Backlund sought to absolve God of all

responsibility in view of wartime atrocities. "Surely we cannot blame the God of Peace for the
insane antics of mankind. The bombing of the innocents and the wasting of peaceful homes is
not according to His plans." Later in the article Backlund concluded, "No, we cannot blame God
for the war. Evil men have conceived of it.

We absolve God of all responsibility for the

cruelties and follies of insane humanity." 87
There were even some figures who evaluated the war according to the Old Testament
narrative of God's covenant relationship with the nation of Israel. Prominent conference pastor
Osear Svedberg, in an articled entitled, "How Long Will the War Last?" wrote, "When the socalled Christian nations tum to God, confess their sins and look to Him for deliverance, the war
will soon end. This statement or prediction I base on facts from the history of God' s chosen
people, Israel." Correlating this premise to the present world war, Svedberg continued, "We
learn from the history of Israel that when they did evil in the sight of the Lord, God gave them to
85
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their enemies in punishment, but as they cried to God for help, he delivered them. God is the
same today." 88 For Svedberg, there was no difference between God's relationship to ancient
Israel and God's relationship to America; therefore, any passage within the covenantal context of
the Old Testament was also immediately applicable to wartime situations.
Grounded on the belief that the sins of humanity were intimately connected with presence
of war and the opportunity to achieve peace, conference leaders sought the logical conclusion:
the eradication of America's social sins. But this eradication was narrow in its critique and
devoid of any institutional measures, focusing mainly on the consumption of alcohol and its
negative effects.
Backlund understood alcoholic temperance as a prerequisite to victory. "When we are
tying to save on everything else, to win this war," he exclaimed, "why should we allow the
selfish, greedy liquor manufacturers make millions of dollars out of the blood of human beings
not only in our own country but also by robbing hundreds of millions of people of food in
foreign countries by so doing?" The editor also called for temperance within military ranks :
"The German army is almost a total abstinence army. Likewise is the Japanese army. The
American and English armies must come to the same, if they are to win the war." 89
To be sure, numerous leaders wrote about the need for prohibition within military camps.
Charles Leonard, a missionary from the Hawaiian Islands, wrote, "Shame on us that we are so
little concerned regarding the debauchery of the very heart of our country's manhood! Is this
second inconsistency not a great offense to God, and may it not secure our losing the war unless
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remedied?" 90 Others urged the government to ration alcohol, like a host of other products, and
thus benefit the war effort:
It is hard to believe, but true, that alcohol (in beverage drinks) that could be used to win
the war, is being forced on the American people as never before. The product that should
make tires and ammunition is being unrationed and highly promoted to increase
economic waste, to decrease efficiency in our war plants, to dangerously loosen the
tongues of the public, and to cause serious dereliction of duty. 91
For many conference leaders, alcohol should have been treated like all wartime supplies and thus
sacrificed for domestic mobilization. To be sure, personal consumption was always protested,
while wartime rationing directed toward American military strength was always justified.
In sum, therefore, BGC leaders saw the decadence of humanity as the primary cause of

wartime aggression.

In attempting to safeguard the historic Christian attributes of God's

omnipotence and righteousness, BGC leaders tended to understand freely choosing humans to be
responsible for the war.

Yet these theodicies were always supported by the possibility of

repentance. To this end, conference leaders stressed the immorality of alcohol and exhorted the
government to ration its products for wartime mobilization.

VII. Conclusion
World War II brought a host of challenges to all religious bodies in America, including
the Baptist General Conference. It challenged leaders to take a stance on American foreign
policy, international relations, domestic church and state issues, and war.

To be sure, the

answers to these questions were not always simple. Rather, war brought with it a whirlwind of
tension, confusion, and division. Riding the tide of interwar pacifism, isolationism, and military
noninterventionism, it took the attack on Pearl Harbor to sway conference leaders toward a
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supportive role in America's efforts. Yet this support was not all the same, it was of two types:
cautious apprehension and nationalistic fanaticism.
Regardless of the type of support, BGC leaders understood America, democracy and the
church as partners, as allies in creating a post-war world that would not longer be threatened by
the violence of war. They insisted on a peace that was consistent with and supportive of the
Christian virtues of freedom, justice, and equality. Necessary to this vision of postwar peace was
the church's rejection of European totalitarianism, with its "atheistic and anti-Christian"
ideologies that, for many leaders, could not be reconciled Christianity.
With the support of America's wartime goals, many sought to extend the conference's
pastoral duties to those within the military ranks. Regarding military camps as anything but
moral, leading figures sought spiritual protection for servicemen and women through chaplaincy.
The emphasis placed on morality found its way into questions of theodicy and causality: why
was such a war occurring, and more importantly, why would an all-loving, all-powerful God
allow it to happen? Conference leaders often found humanity's immorality to be the answer to
these questions. And to this end, many sought the eradication of alcohol as necessary to the wars
end.
As time moves forward and we pause to reflect on what war teaches the church, we often
find ourselves troubled by how dependent the church is on its surrounding political, social, and
cultural contexts. It seems as though the church is often swayed, either for war or against it, just
as often as all Americans are, Christian or not. Perhaps it is time for the church in America to

transcend America. Maybe the time is such that the church reclaims her political identity as a
"resident alien", a community "set apart", a "royal priesthood," whose alternative witness to the
powers-that-be cannot so easily be identified with any one national identity.
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